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A critical review of the environmental and ecological literature on sustainable development reveals a lack 
of a conceptual framework for understanding sustainability. A review shows that the definitions of sustainability 
differ from one disciplinary field to another. Therefore, this article aims to conceptually synthesize the 
interdisciplinary literature on sustainability, from environmental and ecological perspectives. This article 
critically explores environmental and ecological literature on sustainability recognizing the views of the two 
perspectives, and then synthesizes concepts, where each concept has distinctive synergetic meanings. The 
analytical process elaborates a set of concepts that together assemble the conceptual framework for enhancing 
our understanding about sustainability. The research question which this article tries to answer is whether 
environmental and ecological economics as two perspectives adequately provide synergetic views for enhancing 
our understanding in view of sustainability. If so, what is the conceptual framework for enhancing our 
understanding about sustainability?  
 




A critical review of the environmental and 
ecological literature on sustainability reveals a lack 
of a conceptual framework that disclose key concepts 
to better understand sustainability from 
multidisciplinary perspective. A review shows that 
the definitions of sustainable development and 
sustainability are vague; there is a lack of clear 
disciplinary view over sustainability and how 
economic development could be sustained. There are 
different perspectives and paradigm about 
sustainability. However, each of which has different 
views and understanding about the concept of 
sustainability and the way by which sustainability 
can be approached. Although sustainable 
development has received a wide recognition within 
the international community in the recent 
development thought, its Brundtland’s definition [2] 
is often criticized for its vagueness 
[11,13,18,19,28,29].  
On the other hand, there are two well-known 
approaches in the literature which provides views for 
the shift towards sustainability. They are: the weak 
and strong sustainability approaches. The weak 
sustainability approach was established as a branch 
of the mainstream neoclassical economics 
(environmental economics). The weak 
sustainability’s view is grounded on the assumption 
that substitutability of human-made capital for 
natural capital stocks is more or less unlimited. 
Therefore, weak sustainability measures are 
proposed. However, the strong sustainability 
approach was established as a multidisciplinary field 
which brings in different views from diverse fields to 
better understand and manages the economy-
environment relations (ecological economics). 
However, a conceptual framework to help understand 
sustainability that integrates the synergetic 
multidisciplinary views of such perspectives is 
lacking.  
Therefore, this article critically explores 
environmental and ecological literature on 
sustainability recognizing the views of the two 
perspectives, and then synthesizes concepts, where 
each concept has distinctive synergetic meanings. 
The analytical process elaborates a set of concepts 
that together assemble the conceptual framework for 
enhancing our understanding about sustainability. 
The research question which this article tries to 
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answer is whether environmental and ecological 
economics as two perspectives adequately provide 
synergetic views for enhancing our understanding in 
view of sustainability. If so, what is the conceptual 
framework for enhancing our understanding about 
sustainability? Accordingly, the article is composed 
of six sections. The first section is an introduction, 
the second presents the concepts of sustainable 
development and sustainability, and the third 
provides a rationale for a multidisciplinary approach 
for view of sustainability, and the fourth explores the 
two perspectives of environmental and ecological 
economics, and the fifth proposes and discusses the 
proposed conceptual framework, and the sixth is the 
conclusion. 
 
Sustainable Development and Sustainability: 
Background: 
 
Sustainable development is a popular concept 
which has gained most attention since the United 
Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, known as 
Earth Summit [41]. But it has a history that goes back 
further than Rio De Janeiro Summit. It was born out 
of the environmental movement of the 1950s and 
1960s which was primarily concerned with human 
activities that has severe and negative impacts on the 
environment around us. The major concern is that 
patterns of economic growth and development would 
be unsustainable unless environment concerns are 
put seriously into consideration [28,36]. The World 
Conservation Strategy was the first to call for 
‘sustainable development’ by means of conserving 
our living resources. 
Notably there was a clear shift in the 
understanding of conservation by environmental 
movements of the 1950s and 1960s. The idea that 
environmental conservation is not the opposite of 
development [17] had been first brought up in the 
early 1980s, recognizing that the consequence of 
poverty can be a further burden to the environment. 
The need for people to enjoy a decent life, combined 
with conservation arguments, gave birth to the 
concept of sustainable development. Sustainable 
development has also received its first major 
international recognition at the United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment in 
Stockholm in 1972, also known as the Stockholm 
Conference. Then the concept of sustainable 
development was made more popular late in the 
report of the World Commission on Environment and 
Development in 1987, known as Our Common 
Future, which also often referred to as the Brundtland 
Commission (WCED, 1987).  
The Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 
convened for environment and development. More 
recently is the World Summit on Sustainable 
Development which was held in Johannesburg in 
2002, also referred to as Johannesburg Summit [44]. 
The definition of sustainable development by the 
Brundtl and Commission (1987) is widely cited: 
"…the Development which meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.”. As mentioned 
earlier, the concept of sustainable development is 
often criticized for its vagueness.  Nevertheless, like 
many powerful concepts of generic applications, its 
ambiguity is constructive allowing for debates on the 
contents of broad principles for reconciling socio-
economic and environmental concerns as well as the 
concern of future generation rights [13].  
Despite the different interpretations of the 
concept of sustainable development, it also cannot be 
characterized as being completely relative. There is a 
convergence on three key goals. Firstly, people 
should be able to enjoy a decent life; secondly, 
humanity should become capable of respecting the 
limits of the environment around us; and thirdly, the 
search for greater justice in the world. As such, this 
should not be precluded by either the aspiration for 
good life or the recognition of the global 
environmental limits [37]. Moreover, sustainable 
development by this definition implies a multi-
dimensional process. It has three interdependent 
pillars which includes social, environmental and 
economic aspects [21,26].  
Brundtland’s definition is conceptually vague 
allowing for debatable interpretations of the concept. 
Such debates provide broader principles for 
harmonizing a complex set of goals to generate. 
Pearce et al.’s [29] states that sustainable 
development is a situation in which the development 
vector does not decrease over time. They refer to the 
word ‘development’ as implying a desirable change 
depending on the social goals being advocated. Thus, 
they take development to be a vector of desirable 
social goals. Nonetheless, with the increasing 
prominence of sustainable development as a policy 
objective, several perspectives have emerged to 
provide insights into translating the concept into 
practices. Furthermore, each of which also provides 
appropriate frameworks and tools as guidance for a 
shift towards sustainability as well as a measure 
(preferably quantitative) of that shift [14]. Among 
which are environmental and ecological economics. 
The two disciplines are based on specific school of 
thoughts upon which sustainability is viewed.  
As for the concept of sustainability, the term is 
also understood differently by different people 
according to their underlying background and 
perspective. Therefore, sustainability discussions 
have taken different conceptual terms: For instance, 
sustainability can be viewed as a relatively 
hypothetical state relative to the current way of life. 
For Meadows [22], the concept of sustainability can 
be interpreted as representing a vision. As for 
Norgaard [27] sustainability is clearly concerned 
about the future and primarily an issue of 
intergenerational equity. Sustainability, relative to 
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development agencies, is often used to refer to 
durability of results following the end of the project’s 
duration.  
More often, it refers to financially and 
technically self-sustained project’s outcomes in long-
term when external donor financial and technical 
support has ended. Nevertheless, sustainability in the 
literature is discussed in terms of components. 
Environmental, social and economical are the 
common sustainability components that are widely 
discussed by scholars [1,12,13,18,20,21,23,25]. In 
this regard, environmental sustainability refers to the 
maintenance of the ecosystem and the natural 
resource base on a continuing basis; social 
sustainability refers to maintaining social capital on a 
continuing basis; and economical sustainability refers 
to maintenance of economical capital, or keeping 
capital intact on a continuing basis.   
Some scholars discuss sustainability in terms of 
components but they more often that not refer only to 
the environmental component. For instance, Pearce 
et al. [29] define constant natural capital stock as a 
minimum requirement for sustainability. 
Additionally, it can also be defined in terms of 
conditional requirements which inspire development 
to concurrently consider environmental conservation 
along with socio-economic aspects to achieve the 
inspired inter-generation equality. In this sense, 
sustainable development is a broader concept than 
sustainability. It gives concerns to sustainability 
requirements and genuine socio-economic interests.  
Pearce et al. [29] elaborate a set of minimum 
conditions for development to be sustainable, the 
conditions are being based on the requirement that 
the natural capital stock should not decrease over 
time. The set of minimum conditions for 
development to be sustainable is referred to as 
sustainability.  In these terms sustainable 
development can be viewed as a process but 
sustainability as conditions. According to Gallopin & 
Raskin [13] the fundamental theme of sustainability 
is harmonizing a complex set of goals that includes 
economic development, environmental conservation 
and social justice. Following this understanding, 
sustainability goals center on common themes in 
such matters as: eradicating poverty, and hunger; 
improving quality of life; stabilizing population; 
reducing economic and social disparities; increasing 
environmental quality, with preservation of 
biological resources and eco-systems. 
Appleton [1] argues that the interest in 
sustainability has grown so rapidly over the last 15 
years because the chief value of sustainability to date 
has been to articulate a goal of bridging the gap 
between the limits of the environment and the socio-
economic aspirations of humanity and to urge debate 
about how to do so. If not so doing, sustainability can 
be an impossible goal. According to the World 
Commission on Environment and Development 
(1987), inequitable nature of the conventional 
development pattern have been perceived to be the 
main underlying reason for the failure to maintain 
sustainability.  
IUCN [17] elaborates three main conditions for 
society to claim achieving sustainability. Firstly, it 
must preserve the essential ecological processes that 
maintain life and biodiversity. Secondly, it has to 
ensure the sustainable use of renewable resources 
and minimize the use of non-renewable ones. 
Thirdly, its activities are required to remain within 
the carrying ecological capacity. However, the 
IUCN’s view for sustainability is often criticized 
from an operational perspective. For instance, the 
concept of carrying capacity is still complex to 
reliably identify and quantify because of its dynamic 
characteristic. The ecosystems are complex and 
dynamic with immeasurable interactions and 
interdependencies.  
The uncertainties about such interdependencies 
as well as life multi-functions support of ecological 
processes together with at least the current imperfect 
knowledge and capacities have precluded for a clear 
estimation of the anthropogenic burden an ecosystem 
could handle. Nonetheless, sustainability has opened 
up a new era of innovative discussion by providing a 
formula that legitimized for each side of the other’s 
fundamental interest. It provides a ground for 
conducting discussions by environmentalist, 
ecologists, sociologists, economists and other 
disciplines and perspectives to be collectively 
engaged in  providing insights for towards 
sustainable development. The next sections critically 
review the views of the two perspectives in view of 
sustainability vision. The aim is to present key 
concepts common or distinctive to the analytical 
framework of each perspective. This in turn helps in 
enhancing understanding the theoretical backgrounds 
upon which each perspective departs from. In 
addition, it seeks to explore synergetic concepts and 
synthesize a framework in view of sustainability 
from the environmental and ecological economics’ 
perspectives. 
 
Rationale for Multidisciplinary Understanding in 
Economics in View of Sustainability: 
 
It is rare to find a book or a journal article about 
“sustainability” without making direct or indirect 
critiques about the limitations of conventional 
economic growth models in capturing economy-
environment relations. The general perception a 
reader can come out with in addition to other things 
is simply that the conventional economic models or 
the neoclassical economic models (or market 
economy in general; but specifically not much about 
it) in away or another have substantially failed to 
adequately capture the economy-environment 
relation. The following are among such examples: 
 Söderbaum [38] in his book titled 
“Understanding Sustainability Economics: Towards 
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Pluralism in Economics” indicates that the failing of 
the mainstream economics has resulted in most of the 
environmental problems we are facing; 
 Bartelmus [2] indicates that climate change, 
biomass appropriation, ozone layer depletion, land 
degradation and desertification, biodiversity loss, 
deforestation, and non-renewable energy depletion 
provides support for the argument of non-
sustainability of current patterns of production, 
consumption and economic growth; 
 The World Commission on Environment and 
Development (1987) indicates that the inequitable 
nature of the conventional development pattern have 
been perceived to be the main underlying reason for 
the failure to maintain sustainability; and  
 Hanley & Roberts [15] point out the limited 
ability of market economy to handle environmental 
issues. 
 
Although this seems to be likely the case, it is 
also valid to argue that the advancements in the fields 
of ecology, biophysics which provide insightful 
implications into the economy-environment relation 
were insufficiently visible earlier as they are today. 
In other words, if such insightful implications had 
been visible enough, conventional economic models 
could have been adapted to take environment-
economics relations more seriously. As such, the 
need for adaptations and even paradigm shift in 
economics was not pressing as it is today. Nowadays, 
the major and critical environmental challenges are 
more likely seen to be attributed to the mono-logic of 
the growth based neoclassical economic models. 
Because of the inadequate modeling of environment-
economics relations, the neoclassical economic 
models seem to have overused natural capitals 
beyond their limits for renewal and regeneration. 
Furthermore, environmental externalities such as 
pollutions are increasingly accumulating the 
environment at an alarming manner. The level of 
pollution also exceeds the absorbing capacity of the 
natural sinks. This article quotes man-made induced 
climate change as an example of serious types of 
externality unequivocally produced under the 
neoclassical economic models.  
Climate change is a challenge that threatens the 
economic, ecological and social sustainability on 
earth. If neoclassical economic growth based 
scenarios are to continue without at least minimum 
and necessarily adaptations to be built in it, 
externality as by-product can increasingly turn out 
life on earth considerably uncomfortable in the long-
run besides moving forward through unsustainable 
trajectory. Resource depletion and degradation 
besides externalities are the major challenges created. 
Adaptations into the neoclassical economic models 
are ought to be necessary in view of sustainability 
vision under the neoclassical economic models. 
Adaptation should be pursued to fill the gap between 
the current neoclassical economic models and 
sustainability needs. As any adaptation process, 
multidisciplinary view seems to be critical to ensure 
that comprehensive understanding, and as effective 
response as possible has been maintained.  
Neoclassical economic models are like other artifacts 
generated by mathematical modeling. Such models 
are built up based on high level of abstract from 
reality. Environmental externality is a by-product 
conventional neoclassical economic models which 
have more likely unintentionally obscure the 
environment-economics relations. 
Multidisciplinary approach in problem solving is 
not to a new paradigm but rather a way of thinking 
about how things really work. According to [24], 
multidisciplinary approach has a potential analytical 
range and diverse perspectives which can offer the 
chance to escape from the mono-logical habits of 
specialized disciplines. Reductionism is on the other 
hand a way of thinking that attempts to make things 
easier to understand. However, reductionism tends to 
lessen the complexity by modeling systems. For a 
model to capture much of the critical aspects of 
environment-economics relation, the existing 
neoclassical economic models may not be adequate 
to do so. It is not only inadequate, but also not 
amenable to do so. The reason is again that the 
neoclassical economic models are based on the 
assumption that natural capital is viewed as a sector 
in the economy rather than the larger system within 
which the economy operates. Such assumption as a 
basic axiom – is misleading. It is misleading in the 
sense the assumption is denied by the scientific 
advancements ecology and biophysics.  
In addition, natural resources depletion and 
environmental externalities have started to add 
unprecedented devastating challenges to the 
economic systems in a way that transcend capacity of 
the whole to control the parts. Furthermore, dealing 
with uncertainty is critical for the shift towards 
sustainability. Neoclassical economic models are not 
amenable to deal with uncertainty implications in 
view of sustainability. The unprecedented 
externalities and their potential consequences in 
complex and interdependent systems renders 
neoclassical economic models irrelevant for 
sustainability which carries a lost of uncertainty in 
the future. If environmental externality continues to 
grow, life on earth plausibly will be moving in 
unsustainable path. Nonetheless, it is fair as it is also 
true at the same time to argue that the neoclassical 
economic models in particular and the market 
economies at large have delivery prosperity in the 
past and is predicted to do so at least in the short-run 
of the foreseeable future.  
One can quote the prosperity delivered by 
neoclassical economic models and enjoyed by the 
people of the developed countries. Therefore, this is 
to argue that the neoclassical economic models are 
neither a failure nor a complete success. Its success 
can be gauged against welfare and prosperity as 
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intended to be delivered by these models. On the 
other hand, the conventional neoclassical models also 
contributed to some extent to the efforts made to 
reduce poverty around the world. This can be seen as 
if it is contributing partially to addressing 
sustainability issues; that is meeting human needs. 
However, as any other approach, it carries limitations 
and strengths. New approaches more often come to 
capitalize on strengths and address limitations.  
Now, with more well-established insights from 
system ecology, biophysics and other fields of 
knowledge, and the growing patterns of 
multidisciplinary approaches to characterization and 
analyzing economy-environment relation, the 
neoclassical economic models are expected to adapts 
to the new wise which was not adequately well-
established or visible in the early stages of their 
development. One could quote the emergence of the 
environmental economics as an example of the 
indicated adaptation. But, this is not the end of the 
adaptation process. Instead, it is a step in the way 
forward. The emergence of the ecological economics 
can be also seen as a deeper adaptation beyond the 
proposal of the environmental economics. On the 
other hand, the growing researches in the field of 
economics of sustainability apparently put the 
process of adaptations into a more cohesive and 
synergetic framework which acknowledges the 
strengths and corrects the weaknesses of the 
conventional economic models on the way towards 
the shift to sustainability.  
This article argues that synergetic views can be 
drawn from the two perspectives of the 
environmental and ecological economics in view of 
the sustainability vision. Before we develop the 
argument outlined by this article, it is useful to 
briefly explore the environmental and ecological 
economics as relevant areas under the economics of 
sustainability. As mentioned earlier, the mainstream 
neoclassical economics has been extensively 
criticized of being unable to handle the environment-
economics relation more satisfactorily in view of 
sustainability vision. Therefore, adaptation and 
emergence of new economics perspectives, and 
paradigms with more adequate built-in capacity to 
handle the environment-economics relation more 
satisfactorily in view of sustainability vision. On this 
regard, the economics of sustainability is regarded as 
any relevant economics work, research which 
contributes towards developing, improving 
appropriate economics in view of sustainability 
vision.   
For differentiation in goals and easiness of 
identification, the neoclassical economics is 
suggested to be referred to as economics of business 
as usual (EBAU). On the other hand, the economics 
of sustainability is suggested to be referred to as 
economics of business as unusual (EBAUN). The 
goal of EBAU is mainly economic growth. In 
contrast, the goal of EBAUN is to ensure 
sustainability. As such, this article attempts to 
synthesize a conceptual framework for sustainability 
building on the synergetic views from the two well-
known perspectives of the economics of 
sustainability; that are the environmental and 
ecological economics.  
 
Understanding Sustainability: Views from 
Environmental and Ecological Economics: 
 
This section attempts to consolidate key 
concepts from environmental and ecological 
economics that seems to be necessary to enhance our 
understanding on sustainability. There are two well-
known approaches in the literature which provides 
views for the shift towards sustainability. They are: 
the weak and strong sustainability approaches. The 
weak sustainability approach was established as a 
branch of mainstream neoclassical economics 
(environmental economics). The weak 
sustainability’s view is grounded on the assumption 
that substitutability of human-made capital for 
natural capital stocks is more or less unlimited. 
Therefore, weak sustainability measures are 
proposed. However, the strong sustainability 
approach was established as a multidisciplinary field 
which brings in different views from diverse fields to 
better understand and manages the economy-
environment relations (ecological economics). The 
strong sustainability view is grounded on the 
assumption that substitutability of human-made 
capital for natural capital stocks is limited. Therefore, 
strong sustainability measures are proposed 
[5,6,9,16,30,40,42].  
In order to gain better conceptual insights about 
the two perspectives, it is useful to present their 
definitions. Proops [32] and Costanza [7] define 
ecological economics as the study of how ecosystems 
and economic activities interrelate. This is very 
critical for a multidisciplinary view of sustainability. 
Previously, the ecology and economics as sciences 
were criticized for being isolated from other 
disciplines which have important implications for 
each of them. For instance, according to Ropke [34], 
the field of ecology was criticized for not dealing 
with humans as integrated parts of ecological 
systems. Similarly, the field of economics was 
criticized for ignoring the biophysical foundations of 
the economy. Nonetheless, According to Costanza  
[8], ecological economics presents itself as the 
science and management of sustainability from a 
multidisciplinary perspective. The ecological 
economic perspective calls for an awareness of the 
human dependence on well-functioning ecosystems 
that provide the basic life support for human 
societies. 
Ecological economics also emphasizes the 
seriousness of environmental problems based on the 
view that nature is the economy’s life-support system 
[34]. With this understanding, it attempts to bring 
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insights into the management of sustainability using 
the science of how ecosystem and economic 
activities interrelate. According to Baumgärtner and 
Quaas [4,5], the normative central foundation of 
ecological economics is twofold: efficiency in using 
scarce resources to satisfy human needs and wants 
(normative goal of economics); and justice which 
includes inter- and intergenerational justice and 
justice towards nature (normative goal of 
sustainability). In other words, the aim is at 
understanding (cognitive interest) and manages (act 
interest) the relationships between humans and 
nature over the long-run so that scarce natural 
resources, as well as their human-made substitutes 
and complements, are being used efficiently for the 
satisfaction of human needs and wants and in a just 
manner.  
To do so, ecological economics employs a 
multidisciplinary approach to address the relationship 
between economic and ecological systems in a 
broader sense by integrating and synthesizing many 
different perspectives in view of the sustainability 
vision. Baumgärtner and Quaas [5] define the 
attributes of the economics of sustainability as lies at 
the crossroad of environmental and ecological 
economics. They call for development of a unifying 
framework of the two perspectives in view of 
sustainability vision. Environmental and ecological 
economics are two perspectives sharing the common 
objective to ensure that economies are redirected 
toward the shift to sustainability [42]. The two 
perspectives identify the same issues to the 
environmental changes [40], but employ different 
types of analytical framework to carry the objective 
of shifting the economy towards sustainability [42]. 
The environmental economics utilizes the standard 
neoclassical economic instruments to internalize cost 
incurred by externality effects.  
Whereas, ecological economics utilizes the 
development in science of natural resources to better 
understand the dynamics of ecological process with 
which the economic systems interacts in order to 
ensure the sustainability of resource use. Common to 
the two perspectives is that they attempt to provide 
solutions to the environmental change and problems. 
According to Hanley and Roberts [15], the modern 
birth of environmental economics was as a response 
to partially demonstrate the limited capacity of the 
market economy to address scarcity, and partially as 
a way of extending the neoclassical economics to 
handle environmental issues. Whereas, since its 
formal establishment in late 1980’s, the ecological 
economics has taken a clear perspective, that is 
concerning for the future [34].  
The ecological economics builds up its views 
based on more solid arguments; that is the first and 
second laws of the thermodynamics from the filed of 
physics [9]. The 1st and 2nd laws of thermodynamics 
ascertain that the environment around us is a closed 
system. In addition, the matter-energy is limited and 
cannot be created or completely recycled but 
irreversibly declines over time as a result of 
environment-economics interactions. Such modern 
insights about the economy-environment relation 
from the advancement in the science of system 
ecology seem to be more established more then ever. 
However, the environmental economics takes the 
basic axiomatic assumptions of the mainstream 
neoclassical economics to build up its perspective’s 
arguments [15]. Nonetheless, the methods, tools of 
the environmental economics are well-established 
and well-known as being in use for long time but for 
the purpose embodied under the neoclassical 
economic models.  
According to Einstein (1946) cited in Meppem 
and Bourke [24], the problems of our own making 
cannot be resolved by the same way of thinking that 
is supposedly has created them in the first instance. 
In other words, a new way of thinking (beyond the 
neoclassical economics monotone logic) needs to be 
employed in order for the environmental problems to 
be resolved in view of the sustainability which has 
emerged in response to the market failure to contain 
externality. Ecological economics is considered as 
multidisciplinary approach in view of sustainability. 
Nevertheless the methods, tools of the ecological 
economics are yet to be further explored and 
developed as long as the purpose they serve is 
absolutely different [33]. 
There can be two different economic paths each 
perspective assumes for the future in view of 
sustainability. The first path as vision by the 
ecological economics is sustainable economic 
development defined as non-declining utility. But the 
other path as versioned by the environmental 
economics is sustainable economic growth defined as 
non-declining consumption [31]. When something 
grows it gets bigger. But when something develops it 
gets different. The earth ecosystem develops 
(evolves), but does not grow. Its subsystem, the 
economy, must eventually stop growing, but can 
continue to develop [10]. In this sense, 
environmental economics calls for sustainable 
economic growth. 
But the environmental economics perspective 
calls for sustainable economic development. Such 
paths can be also looked at from the weak and strong 
sustainability views. The strong sustainability view is 
characterized by non-declining natural capital stock 
over time. The weak sustainability view is 
characterized by non-declining consumption or 
welfare over time. The term sustainable development 
therefore makes sense for the economy, but only if it 
is understood as development without growth—i.e., 
qualitative improvement of a physical economic base 
that is maintained in a steady state by a throughput of 
matter-energy that is within the regenerative and 
assimilative capacities of the ecosystem [10]. 
Neoclassical environmental economics 
concentrates more on efficiency, and only addresses 
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a subset of issues relevant in the view for 
sustainability. Efficiency is imperative to achieve 
sustainability but not only what needs to be 
considered. For instance, with efficiency alone, 
sustainability cannot be adequately met due to lack 
of sufficient measures to tackle intra and –
intergeneration justice. On this regard, ecological 
economics concentrates more on intergenerational 
justice as major stance on view of sustainability. 
Taking the two stances of the two perspectives, one 
could argue that the two standing points are 
dispensable for the shift towards sustainability.  
The neoclassical environmental economics 
stresses on addressing externality by improving the 
capacity of the market economy through removing 
inefficiencies in taking into consideration the 
associated costs of environmental damage. 
According to Bergh [6], un-sustainability is 
characterized by falling natural capital stocks, 
increasing concentrations of pollution in the 
environment, or loss of nature and biodiversity. 
Bergh [6]  indicates externalities is the central 
concept of environmental economics. In addition, 
weak and strong views are considered as vital parts 
in view of sustainability vision. Bergh [6] elaborates 
a connection between environmental externalities 
and sustainability. Furthermore, Bergh [6] urges to 
make clear what is good and bad about the 
environmental and ecological economics in order to 
move economic thinking about sustainability and 
related policy forward. Addressing market 
inefficiency is critical for the shift towards 
sustainability. But, it is not the end to be done to 
achieve sustainability. Sustainability is a complex 
system of goals and interests. Intra- and 
intergenerational equity are vital components of 
sustainability. In this regard, the insights from the 
ecological economics perspective are essential also 
for the shift towards sustainability. 
On the other hand, it is useful to point out the 
economics of sustainability is a growing field of 
studying sustainability from an appropriate integrated 
economic perspective. It aims at arriving to 
appropriate economic models, tools, methods for the 
shift towards sustainability. According to 
Baumgärtner and Quaas [5], the attributes of the 
economics of sustainability lies at the crossroad of 
environmental and ecological economics. It calls for 
development of an integrated framework of the two 
perspectives in view of sustainability vision. The 
economics of sustainability aims at providing 
insights to understanding, and analyzing 
sustainability from an economic perspective through 
the approach of environmental and ecological 
economics. The purpose is also to bring in insights 
which go beyond the efficiency criteria of 
neoclassical economic models. Such insights are 
communicated into the policy-making process [35]. 
The findings and conclusions, recommendations and 
policy implications, tools, models and approaches 
under this field can be used by other researches and 
studies in synergies, or individually to advance 
understanding about environmental issues in such a 
way for achieving sustainability. They can also be 
used to provide broader frameworks for policy-
makers through communicating key messages 
regarding the significance of intergeneration equity 
for sustainability.   
According to Illgea and Schwarzeb [16], 
although the two perspectives –environmental and 
ecological economics- have different views for the 
shift towards sustainability, the objective of 
providing solution to the environmental problems is 
commonly shared. However, the two perspectives 
differ in defining the underlying assumptions for 
understanding, analyzing, environmental issues. 
Therefore, based on the different understanding of 
the two perspectives, different measures were 
proposed for the shift towards sustainability. 
However, the views of the two perspectives can be 
synergizing with each other. According to Costanza 
et al. [8], the ecological economics is not to replace 
other disciplines but rather to synergize with other 
approaches for the shift towards sustainability vision. 
Nonetheless, Illgea and Schwarzeb [16] indicate that 
it is useful for the sustainability research to bridge 
the gaps between the two perspectives.  
Therefore, this article attempts to build on the 
potential synergetic views of the two perspectives in 
order to contribute towards bridging the gaps in the 
economics of sustainability research. This article 
builds a conceptual framework (explored in the next 
section) for understanding sustainability using the 
views form the environmental and ecological 
economic perspectives. According to Bartelmus [3], 
both environmental externalities, as well as weak and 
strong sustainability have been widely discussed in 
environmental and ecological economics. A 
connection between welfare loss and externality is 
clear in view of sustainability (non-declining natural 
capital stock). The strength of sustainability is 
introduced by different degrees of substitution 
between natural and human-made capital. The weak 
sustainability approach is favored by the 
environmental economics, while the strong one is by 
the ecological economics [3]. 
 
Understanding Sustainability: Conceptual 
Framework: 
 
This section discusses the proposed conceptual 
framework for understanding sustainability by 
exploring the synergetic view from environmental 
and ecological economics. Figure 1 illustrates the 
proposed conceptual framework for understanding 
sustainability. From the figure, sustainability can be 
viewed as vision in closed system. The closed system 
has limited matter-energy in it but irreversibly 
declines following any environment-economics 
interaction. Understanding sustainability requires 
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reviving our understanding about environment-
economics interaction. Looking beyond the limits of 
disciplinary boundaries is critical in view of 
sustainability to bring in valid implications that 
closely reflect the reality and enhance our 
understanding about how things work. Uncertainty is 
a key concept in discussions for the shift towards 
sustainability.  
If we know for sure how things (i.e. welfare of 
future generation) will look like in the unforeseen 
future, negative consequences of our actions today 
are more likely to be factored in and avoided by 
rational thinking. However, uncertainty seems to be 
dominant and dictates taking precautionary positions 
as relevant in view of sustainability. Dealing with 
uncertainly is considered key concepts in view of 
sustainability from environmental and ecological 
economics. However, environmental economics 
takes less precautionary measures than the ecological 
economics does. Substitutions and complementarities 
discussions between human-made and natural 
capitals can be redesigned under more precautionary 
measure of uncertain future in view of sustainability. 
In the view of environmental economics, 
intergeneration equity can be addressed through 
weaker measures by building man-made substitutions 
to the natural capital stocks.  
However, from an ecological economics 
perspective, irreversibility as implied by the second 
law of thermodynamics is critical concept for 
understanding environmental issues. Constant natural 
capital stock as well as optimal scale as viewed by 
ecological economics is imperative for the shift 
towards sustainability. Therefore, intergeneration 
equity must be addressed through stronger measures 
in view of ecological economics by conserving 
natural capital stock and growing to the optimal scale 
then stops but continues to develop. Efficiency is 
also considered as a key concept in environmental 
and ecological economics views for the shift towards 
sustainability. But, environmental economics is more 
equipped to provide conceptual insights on efficiency 
in view of sustainability. Nonetheless, redesigning 
our view of efficiency can also enhance our 
understanding for the shift towards sustainability.  
In addition, intergeneration equity is vital part of 
the environmental and ecological economics’ views 
in the vision of sustainability. But ecological 
economics is more positioned to provide conceptual 
insights about intergeneration equity in view of 
sustainability under uncertainty. Externality is a 
critical concept for understanding environmental 
issues from an environmental economics’ 
perspective. Negative externality control through 
market-based mechanisms reduces inefficiencies and 
hence contributes towards the shift for sustainability 
as per the environmental economics view. However, 
externality discussions can be redesigned from 
environment-economics relation perspective rather 
than market’s inefficiency perspective.
  























Fig. 1: Conceptual framework for understanding sustainability: views from environmental and ecological  
            economics 
 
This new approach of looking at externality can 
enhance our understanding in view of sustainability. 
The way by which we look at and perceive 
externality, substitution and complementarily, 
efficiency, and intergeneration equity can be further 
enhanced in view of sustainability if the 
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environment-economics relation can be understood 
as it is in reality. In other words, as mentioned 
earlier, a new way of thinking needs to be employed 
in order for the environmental problems to be 
resolved – but not by the way of thinking that has 




Environmental and ecological economics have a 
shared vision of addressing environmental problems 
in the shift towards sustainability. But each of them 
employs different types of analytical framework to 
carry on the objective of shifting the economy 
towards sustainability. However, the two 
perspectives have in common a set of synergetic 
concepts for enhancing our understanding our view 
on sustainability. The way by which we look at and 
perceive externality, substitution and 
complementarity, efficiency, and intergeneration 
equity can be further enhanced in view of 
sustainability if the environment-economics relation 
can be understood as it is in reality. Therefore, 
understanding sustainability requires reviving our 
understanding about environment-economics 
interaction. Looking beyond the limits of disciplinary 
boundaries is critical in view of sustainability to 
bring in valid implications that closely reflect the 
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